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1. Background to the Study 
The well-being of women and children has become a central global issue and domestic violence is perceived 
as a destructive social phenomenon in health arena of women and children. The devastating impacts of domestic 
violence on women are well identified and documented. But the impacts of domestic violence on children are far 
less acknowledged. One of the most important concerns is, the children who exposed to domestic violence are 
vulnerable and it adversely impacts on their physical and psychological world and the children who live in home 
with violence face many challenges and risks that can last throughout their lives. 
This particular study was carried out in a remote village of Northern Province of Sri Lanka to identify the 
behavioral problems of children who are exposed to domestic violence. Furthermore, the purpose of the study 
and a brief explanation of why the research topic is significant are briefly discussed at the beginning of this 
section. The gravity of domestic violence and its impacts on children are reflected here in order to give a rich 
knowledge and awareness to its reader on the relevant study area. 
Domestic violence is a global problem of huge proportions. Although men are sometimes victims, the vast 
majority are women. At least one in every three women globally has been beaten, coerced into sex, or abused in 
some other way; most often by someone she knows, including by her husband or another male family member 
(United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2005). Domestic violence can happen anywhere but certain factors 
seem to increase its likelihood. These include the age and the maturity of the mother (if the mother is younger, 
more likely she will become a victim), poverty, unemployment, alcohol and substance abuse. 
Domestic violence which occurs commonly in Sri Lankan society has underprivileged the equality of women 
before the law and it also forces women to uphold a passive social status. Men use domestic violence to defeat 
the freedom of women and maintain their pride. Women are being treated as second grade citizens as a result of 
states being unable to stop domestic violence and take legal action against it. This gives us the message that the 
society as a whole does not have any concern what so ever over violence against women.  
According to Nirmanee (2003), Major reasons for domestic violence can be characterized as drunkenness of 
the husband, suspicion, problems within the family unit, extra marital affairs of the wife or the husband, marriage 
without family approval, problems regarding dowry, problems of the wife regarding house hold work, financial 
problems, problems regarding children, problems regarding the relationship with other members of the family, 
sexual problems, impatience of the husband, life style in a crowded place and the tension caused by it, low 
educational standards and wife being employed”. 
Domestic violence directly and indirectly causes several issues in the families and as well as in the society. 
One major concern can be the impacts on children. The problems of the children who expose to the violence at 
home is far less addressed and identified. The problems can be categorized as social, emotional and behavioral. 
Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country, reputed for its desirable cultural values. Culture and 
religion do not allow people to discuss family disputes openly. However, domestic violence is increasing 
consistently over the years; this may be due to increased reporting or due to increased awareness of the problem. 
This tendency is evident from the police statistics and incidents frequently reported in the media. However the 
true prevalence may be higher than that reported.  
In 1998, Holden, Geffner and Jouriles also agreed that the phrase 'exposure' to domestic violence includes, 
watching or hearing the violent event, direct involvement or experiencing the aftermath such as observation of 
maternal injuries and maternal depression. Domestic violence affects children indirectly and directly. Children 
who live with domestic violence face increased risks such as the risk of exposure to traumatic events, the risk of 
neglect, the risk of being directly abused, and the risk of losing one or both of their parents (as cited in Journal of 
Family Studies, 2009). 
Family is considered as the place for the protection, nurturing and socialization of children. So when there is a 
prevalence of domestic violence and lack of parenting it will increase the risks of maltreatment to children. Intra-
familial child abuse is a manifestation of a dysfunctional family. Evidence also suggests that the physical and 
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sexual abuse of children often occurs in successive generations of families. Recent studies have established a link 
between having a history of childhood abuse and becoming a victimizer later in life (World Health Organization, 
2008). Moreover, violence against the mothers could lead to neglect of children with detrimental effects on their 
education, health, and nutrition and personality development. Studies have also shown that in some households in 
which the women are battered and children have also been targets of violence. 
Moreover, men who batter their partners are likely to also abuse their children. The children whose mothers 
are abused are likely to be victims of physical abuse. Children are traumatized by witnessing the abuse, whether 
their pain and anger are turned inward or vented on others. Frequently, the children have witnessed the domestic 
abuse, either by being present in the same room or hearing it. They are traumatized by seeing their loved ones 
harmed, and often express anger at themselves for not being able to protect the abused parent (UNICEF, 2005). 
Childhood problems associated with exposure to domestic violence fall into behavioral, social, and emotional 
problems such as higher levels of aggression, anger, hostility, oppositional behavior, and disobedience, fear, 
anxiety, withdrawal, and depression, poor peer, sibling, and social relationships, and low self-esteem. Cognitive 
and attitudinal problems include lower cognitive functioning, poor school performance, lack of conflict resolution 
skills, limited problem solving skills, pro-violence attitudes, and belief in rigid gender stereotypes and male 
privilege, and long-term problems such as higher levels of adult depression and trauma symptoms and increased 
tolerance for and use of violence in adult relationships (UNICEF, 2005).  
Personality and behavioral problems among children exposed to violence in the home can take the forms of 
psychosomatic illnesses, depression, suicidal tendencies, and bed-wetting. Later in life, these children are at 
greater risk for substance abuse, juvenile pregnancy and criminal behaviour than those raised in homes without 
violence. Some children lose the ability to feel empathy for others. Others feel socially isolated, unable to make 
friends as easily due to social discomfort or confusion over what is acceptable. 
Holden et al (1998), argue that the children who are exposed to domestic violence are said to experience 
detrimental effects with regard to their health, safety, behaviour, emotional and social development and 
educational progress (as cited in Journal of Family Studies, 2009, 31) and Jaffeet et al (1995), also suggest that 
the effect of domestic violence on children is almost similar to child abuse. Most importantly Hart, Germain and 
Brassard (1987), have accepted that the observation of violence would plant the seeds of violence in the next 
generation (as quoted in Joanna, 2002). 
In 1988, Straus and Gelles, stated this has been more evident among boys who witnessed their father beating 
the mother and are likely to become violent husbands and in addition, Jaffe et al (1990), also support the boys 
who were exposed to violence at home have shown high levels of behaviour problems like fighting and 
destruction of property, whereas the exposed girls were most likely to experience anxiety and depression (as cited 
in Journal of Family Studies, 2009).Furthermore, the children who live with violence might be chronically 
violent teenagers once they reached their teen age. Children who grow up with violence in the home learn early 
and powerful lessons about the use of violence in interpersonal relationships to dominate others, and might even 
be encouraged in doing so. 
The impact on children of domestic violence has received increasing attention, but awareness of the problem 
has not always translated into public action. Jaffe, Wolfe and Wilson (1990), also argued, until recently, 
researchers focused only on women who are the direct victims of domestic violence. Children being indirect and 
hidden victims of it were not studied until 1980(as cited in UNICEF. 2000) 
In 1997, Perry argues that early childhood is considered as a critical period which lay the foundation for the 
personality development as well as cognitive and emotional growth (as quoted in Lynda. A, Linda. L. & G. Jaffe, 
2002). Berk (1994) also suggests that the stimulation that children acquire during this period is said to decide 
how they will function in their later lives as adults (as cited in NSW, 2002, 20).Rogers, 1995 and Perry, 1997 
posit, if children are nurtured in a protective environment it is said that they will grow up to be fully functioning 
individuals who will contribute positively to the environment that they exist (as mentioned in WIN, 1992). 
However, Perry, 1997 and Berk, 1994 argue that if they receive negative stimuli it would affect their experiences 
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and future expectations about the world and they will also be conditioned to respond in a negative manner (as 
cited in NSW, 2002, 29). Since early childhood is considered as the most critical period in an individual’s life by 
developmental psychologists believe that the stimulations that children are exposed would shape how they would 
recognize the world later in their lives (Berk, 1994). Therefore there is an urgent need to address risk factors 
which contribute to the family violence (as cited in Journal of Family Studies, 2009). 
With regard to the domestic violence in Sri Lanka, it is inevitable that children are affected by the behaviour 
of parents. Therefore, it is essential to identify the influence of domestic violence on children in the Sri Lankan 
context and take steps to minimize the negative impacts of domestic violence on children. It is observed that the 
available studies in Sri Lankan context are on the prevalence of domestic violence and its impact mainly on 
women but specifically not on the influence on children. Therefore, finding out the behavioral problems of the 
children who expose to domestic violence has become an urgent need in order to address effective ways and 
strategies to protect the children from domestic violence by promoting healthy and peaceful family environment. 
Piranpattu is an area which is located in Northern Province, Jaffna district of Sri Lanka. This village comes 
under the purview of Chankanai Divisional Secretariat. The area can be identified as a rural village and highly 
acknowledged for illicit alcohol (Kasippu) product and consumption. The particular area is also popular among 
other villages for dedicating animals (velvi) for their folk god (Vairavar or literally known as Bairava) and 
recognized as an area with high prevalence of child abuse and domestic violence.  
Households belong to this settlement have lower income and people are working as wage labors in various 
informal sectors and selling illicit alcohol. The monthly income of most of them is not enough to meet their needs 
properly. 
2. Methodology 
The data collected from fifty respondents on the basis of random sampling. All the respondents are married 
women with children. The children were between the ages of 06-18. The selected respondents were divided into 
two groups named violent families and non-violent families after getting the information through questionnaire. 
Each group consists of 25 respondents.  
Further the questionnaire had a child behavioral check list for ages 06-18 (Source: www.aseba.org) to find the 
behavioral problems of the children. A list of 30 behaviors (items) is included in the check list. 
3. Major Findings and Discussions  
The major findings obtained from the studies are presented here briefly. Studies have analyzed domestic 
violence as an outcome of few factors such as age of the mother (the younger the mother, the more likely she will 
become a victim), lack of income and unemployment, alcohol substance abuse, and suspecting the partner.  
Considering this study, the following aspects could be discussed as listed below: In both violent and non-
violent families the level of education of men and women and the age of the mothers are relatively same. 68% of 
the mothers from violent families responded that husbands and their alcohol consuming behavior is the reason for 
their arguments and fights. When we consider the income level of both violent and non-violent families, income 
levels of the violent families are higher than the non-violent families. Therefore, income level is also being a 
factor for alcohol consumption in this community. Since they have sufficient income they are tend to consume 
alcohol frequently. Another noticeable fact was 64% of the men from violent families are engaged in daily paid 
jobs. This is another reason for increased alcohol consumption. It is easier to spend some money on alcohol every 
day after their work than the people who get paid monthly or weekly. So, this particular study shows that alcohol 
and substance abuse (chewing tobacco) is the main factor for domestic violence in this study area. 
Further, an Investigation into the Incidence and Causes of Domestic Violence in Jaffna: a research has done 
by Women in Need (WIN, 1992) state that “our analysis in this study showed that alcohol was a poor explanation 
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for domestic violence”. But the finding of the current study is totally differing from that statement, since it shows 
as the main reason for domestic violence is alcohol and substance abuse. 
48% of the violent family mothers responded that problems with their husbands as their most challenging 
difficulty. 44% said that economic problems as the most challenging difficulty. They didn’t mention about health 
issues and problems regarding their children. But the non-violent family mothers (44%) they talked about health 
and their children’s issues. Furthermore, the mothers from the violent families are less receptive for health issues 
and problems regarding their children since they are more concern and worried about their violent husbands and 
fights.  
52% of the women from violent families said that their children cry when they fight. 24% said that get scared 
and hide somewhere when they fight. These kinds of responses from the children show the negative impacts of 
domestic violence on children. Continuing situations like this can develop behavioral problems in children. 
70% of the mothers know that there are negative impacts on children when they fight. Among half of them 
were able to at least figure out some of the negative impacts. They revealed about social, psychological and 
educational issues in their folk language. But majority failed to talk on behavior issues. So this particular finding 
shows that parents are unaware about the behavioral problems which caused by the domestic violence. 
64% of the children from violent families got the score between 16-25. 32 % scored between 26 and 40. 
Considering, the scores of children from non-violent families 92% of them are scored between 1 and 10. The 
high score of the children from violent families shows that there is a significant negative change in the behaviors 
of those children. 
Behavioral Child Development Theory and Social Child Development Theory suggest that child’s behavior 
influence by the environment which he/she lives, interactions, and their early relationships. Considering the 
above data, it can be said that behaviors such as stubborn, irritable, arguing, and crying is most common among 
the children from violent families. By watching their violent parents, children have increased the tendency of 
certain behaviors. They have learnt that they can make things happen or get things done by being stubborn, 
irritable, arguing, and crying. 
The most of the behaviors of the children from violent families are violent rather than passive. When consider 
the behavior “too fearful” numbers of children from non-violent families are more than violent families and it can 
be concluded that the children from violent families show an increased violent behaviors rather than the children 
from non-violent families. A study carried out by UNICEF in 2006, supports the above conclusions: Behavior 
changes as an impact of domestic violence can include excessive irritability, sleep problems, emotional distress, 
fear of being alone, immature behavior and problems with toilet training and language development. Primary-
school-age children may have more trouble with school work, and show poor concentration and focus. Children 
from violent homes exhibit signs of more aggressive behavior, such as bullying, and are up to three times more 
likely to be involved in fighting. 
The behaviors such as stubborn, irritable, doesn’t seem after misbehaving, unusually loud, bites finger nails, 
and argues a lot are shown a huge increase in male children rather than the female children. At the same time too 
fearful, cries a lot and acts too young for their age is more common in female children. So, gender has some 
influence in the behavioral changes.  
 It can be said that age has an influence on the behavioral changes. The children who are eldest show a huge 
deviation from the accepted way of behaving. The More they grow up the more they develop behavioral 
problems.  
This above finding is also supported by a statement from the study of UNICEF (2006): 
There is a strong likelihood that this will become a continuing cycle of violence for the next generation. These 
findings would be substantial to understand the topic and objectives to a great extent.  
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4. Suggestions and Recommendations  
The study showed that there are a significant number of men addicted to alcohol and there is an urgent need 
for an alcohol and illicit production prevention program in Piranpattu area. Most of the parents do not aware of 
the consequences of the violence at home. Therefore the parents need to be educated on the impacts of domestic 
violence especially on children. Adults who work with children, including teachers, social workers, relatives, and 
parents themselves, need the awareness and knowledge to recognize and meet the needs of children exposed to 
violence in the home and refer those children to appropriate services.  
The individuals who are working with children had to have the understanding on child development, the 
developmental impact of trauma, and domestic violence. Close and dependable relationships can also help 
children to reduce the stress of living in a violent home. The other members of the families should learn strategies 
to assist the child to overcome their traumatic situation. Children and parents must hear that domestic violence is 
wrong and it would bring negative impact on their familial ties. 
Several programmes are being instituted in many countries to guide young people as to how to avoid and 
survive violence in personal relationships. For this purpose, schools can be the keys in the strategy. School-based 
programs could be useful to reduce aggression and violence by helping children to develop positive attitudes and 
values, and a broader range of skills to avoid violent behavior. Public education and awareness-raising campaigns 
on domestic violence should focus more on the impact on children and specific ways to address this hidden 
problem. When trying to find solutions to this problem, better opportunities for bringing this problem to the 
attention of the society can be created by creating a public opinion on this matter with the participation of both 
men and women and increasing the awareness of this problem in the society.  
When we deal with this matter, we should drop the opinions that this is only a problem regarding women and 
taking action regarding this problem is entirely left to women. This is an important human, social and political 
problem and it needs the definite and special attention of men. The legal measures should respond immediately to 
respond after the violent event. Special safety measures should be formulated to target the children who are living 
in violent families and instant accessibility should be made available in an unexpected urgent situation. 
5. Conclusion 
The study showed that alcohol consumption and selling illicit alcohol are the main factor for domestic 
violence in this area. It proved that there is a significant negative change in the behaviors of the children who 
expose to domestic violence.  
The researcher was able to gain enormous and valuable experiences by carrying out this proposed study. 
Especially it was able to learn fresh and firsthand experience on the human behaviors and living pattern of the 
people from an unfocussed remote village.  
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